
20th CENTURY 

This study material has been prepared for B.A. English Literature Paper-III 

Modern Literature (A) (Poetry) students of Vth semester for the session 2020-21 

of Lucknow University 

 

 Democracy and Reforms are - Keynotes of 19th century. 

 20th century is the extension of these principles. 

 Before the war Britain was mightest country and a far flung empire. 

 Two wars have snatched from it its position. 

 Her place was taken-up by U.S.A. & Russia. 

 Britain was involved in both the wars. 

 Suspension of Home Rule Act 1914- unacceptable to Irish Nationalists- they 

intensified their movement for Irish Free State. 

 WW-II Crippled Britain- devastated it completely. 

 A third of its shipping had been sunk. 

 All British foreign assets had been sold. 

 Britain had enormous debts to USA, Canada. 

 Exports- Reduced to less than half. 

 Under Nationalization- economy has been brought under direct govt. control. 

 20th Century saw revolutionary changes in British society. 

 There was emergence of egalitarian society (classless, democratic favouring 

social equality) increased with material well-being a moral confusion. 

 Britain moved fast towards- Welfare State. 

 Enormous expansion of education, more democratic in out look. 

 It has softened the rigidity of British social hiarchy. 

 There was sight of moral break-down. 

 As a critic said 'after Ist war- people were disillusioned and after II- they were 

bewildered.  

 General loss of faith in religion and traditional values. 

 Moral degradation. 

 Indifference to moral and spiritual values. 

 Feeling of insecurity- fear of Nuclear war may cause end of civilization. 

 Life had become meaningless. 



 Moral inhibitions were tyranny. 

 Emergence of sexual revolution – new morality- a permissive society – was 

evolving. 

 A moral anarchy, was there. 

 A crisis of culture- got reflected in literature too- 

 Aimlessness, anti-heroic. Philosophers fallen in line with anarchists. 

 They believed that moral judgments have no objective validity. 

 They were becoming subjective expressions of feeling. 

 Here comes in the picture- literary critics T.S. Eliot and F.R. Leavis- to 

uphold moral traditions (for Seriousness and moral depth in literature). 

 Period between 1880-1920 was transition and mainstream was Victorian but 

crossed current of modernity was visible. 

 This is the period in which foundation of modern or modernist poetry was 

laid in the work of Fitzgerald and Swinburne. 

 French symbolist. 

 Leaders of modernist school were Ezra Pound and T.S.  Eliot- both anti-

romantic in spirit. 

 They were inspired by Symbolists believed in indirect statement as opposed 

to direct. 

 They also believed in free association of ideas as opposed to logical 

consequence. 

 They used certain objects as symbols to convey their meaning. 

 They borrowed free-verse from Symbolists. 

 Here modernist poetry was inaugurated by T. S. Eliot in Waste Land (1922) 

 In this poem Eliot uses resources of wit, irony and bathos – a horrifying report 

on the decayed civilization of Europe. 

 The principles of Modernist poetry expounded by Eliot in his critical essays, 

were: 

a. Poetry is objective or impersonal, it is not a 'spontaneous overflow 

of powerful feelings'. Not an expression of personality but an 

escape from it. 

b. Poetry should express 'unified sensibility' intellect and emotion 

combined as in Donne and other metaphysicals.  

c. Poetry should be expressed through symbols and images it should 

be indirect in statement precise and clear-cut without any 

vagueness.  



d. Serious poetry need not be solemn it should combine the serious 

and the comic- formal with the colloquial and to use all resources 

of irony, wit, paradox, song, clowning etc. 

e. Poetry should be free from shakles of metrical regularity- The poet 

is free to write as he or she chooses. 

 

Work Consulted and Cited: 

 'Eternal Rhythms', 2012, Oxford University Press, India. 

 'The Infinite Riches', 1999, Oxford University Press, India. 

 'A compendious History of English Literature', 2001, Vikas Publishing 

House Pvt. Ltd., New Delhi. 

 Iyenger, KRS, 'Indian Writing in English', 2017, Sterling Publishers Pvt. 

Ltd. New Delhi 

 


